Where To Play When… in the Gorge

In the late seventies, a group of pioneering windsurfers made a pilgrimage to a town called Hood River, where warm breezes blow for months on end, reshaping trees and turning the Columbia River into a whitecap-covered virtual ocean. The windsurfers came to see, and they left defeated, conquered by the overwhelming power of the Gorge’s west wind. A few years later they returned, with improved gear and new skills. This time they prevailed, harnessing the Columbia’s breezes, and jump-starting the recreation revolution in the Gorge. 

These first windsurfing pilgrims arrived at the end of the spring rains and left at the beginning of fall rains, leaving the sleepy winter Gorge and its treasures to appreciative locals. Off-season recreation opportunities soon ensnared these seasonal visitors, converting them into residents.  They came looking for the adrenaline rush of summer’s 40-knot winds, and they stayed for skiing and climbing and kayaking and biking and hiking and in all four seasons.

--Summer--

It doesn’t take long for visitors during summer windless spells to learn that summer means more than windsurfing and kiting in the Gorge. The area boasts some of the best mountain biking, not to mention mountain bike shops, in the Northwest. According to Mitchell at Dirty Fingers Bike Repair, “The soil here secretes mountain bike radness!” When the heat of summer melts the snows of winter and dry days turn low-elevation trails into dustbowls, stunning higher elevation rides open up. Falls Creek trail stays cool during blazing heat spells, and Bonnie Meadows, granted an exemption from the recently passed wilderness act, has the natural air-conditioning of 5000 feet. Trails off the 44 Road, on the way to Mount Hood, provide cool-temperature high-elevation riding for beginners and experts alike on hot summer days. “The Gorge is single-track-tacular,” proclaims Mitchell. “There’s more quality riding here than anywhere, and I’ve been looking for most of my life.”

Whitewater kayakers and rafters might say the same thing about local rivers in early summer. Beginners and experts alike revel in the variety: there’s the mellow Class II/III Klickitat and Class III/IV Lower White Salmon, and for the best of the best, there’s the Class V Little White Salmon, host to an annual extreme whitewater competition. According to John Hart of the Kayak Shed in Hood River, “Early summer is the magical time for kayaking in the Gorge. You get good weather and a ton of snowmelt. The rivers are high and the sun is shining... it’s the perfect time to boat!”  Late summer sees rivers  drop below ideal levels, but the White Salmon and Klickitat have enough water all summer long to keep the boaters in town and happy. 

Rock climbers and mountaineers also find plenty to do during summer in the Gorge. There’s even lift-serve skiing all summer long at Timberline resort for skiers and snowboarders. Semi-secret local climbing spots feed rock junkies’ habits; Pete’s Pile and Horsethief Butte provide sport climbing and bouldering opportunities within 30 minutes of Hood River. Hood, St. Helens and Adams keep mountaineers challenged year-round, but summer months see the most climbers on the slopes. Climbers on these peaks need permits, climbing skills, good equipment and a powerful set of lungs and legs. For less intrepid wilderness lovers, summer in the Gorge sees snow melt in the mountains, marking the start of hiking season. Ever-popular Dog Mountain rises from the north bank of the Columbia to 3000 feet, drawing weekend crowds to a flower-covered peak, where stunning 180-degree Gorge views reward weary walkers. 

With all this to do in the summer, it seems miraculous that windsurfers haven’t abandoned the Columbia to the barges and fishermen. But then again... windsurfing provides the endless challenges that keep people hooked for life! Windsurfers’ sails still dominate the summer swells of the Columbia, but now they’re joined by all kinds of watercraft. Kiteboarders perform three-story-high aerial maneuvers under their 8-12m2 inflatable kites. Big boats mix with the river crowds as well; on Wednesday evenings, sailboat racers from the Hood River Yacht Club thread their large boats through the quick-moving kiters and windsurfers. “Racing big boats in the Gorge is fantastic,” says local racer and wind forecaster Bart Vervloet. “You sail in extreme winds, close together, seeing and hearing the action close up. It’s more exciting than ocean racing, where you’re too far away from the competition to see much.” The sailing is so good that Cascade Locks hosts several national sailboat racing championships, along with community sailing classes and races. On calm days, Columbia River glass draws power boaters to the river for mile upon mile of thigh-burning wakeboarding and waterskiing runs. 

--Autumn--

Fall sees west winds vanish, but that doesn’t stop the Gorge fun. Road bikers converge on Hood River, enjoying moderate temperatures, long days, and windless rides. Curvy, hilly, scenic, and sparsely trafficked roads on both sides of the Columbia make for world-class biking. “Fall is the best season for road biking in the Gorge,” says Mountain View Cycle’s Craig Sawyer, also the owner of Northshore Winery in Bingen. “It’s a great time to ride, as long as you avoid the weekend tourist traffic along the fruit loop.” To avoid the fruit loop, ride the 30 mile out-and-back cruise from Hood River to Rowena Crest. The route takes bikers from forest to near-desert, through the tunnels of the scenic highway, and along orchards with views of the Columbia. Most locals name it among their favorites, despite having ridden it dozens, if not hundreds, of times.

Mountain bikers relish the arrival of the first fall rains, when dusty, slippery trails become fast, smooth, tacky roller coaster rides. “The dirt’s best in fall,” says Mt. View’s Craig, a mountain biker as well as a road biker and vintner. Local fall favorites include Mitchell Ridge, just 10 minutes from downtown, Lewis River, Falls Creek and Surveyor’s ridge. Plains of Abraham, on the flanks of Mt. St. Helens, stunning any season, is best in fall, when autumn’s foliage contrasts with the grays, blacks, and whites of the deforested volcano.

In the Cascades in September, mosquitoes die and leaves turn color, making for perfect hiking and photographic opportunities. Indian Heaven, Tamanwanas Falls and Eagle Creek are local fall favorites. Huckleberries fruit in early fall, providing those in the know with a tasty hiking snack. Edible mushrooms – porcinis and lobsters, along with chanterelles, Oregon’s state mushroom - pop up along roads and trails, an added bonus for educated hikers during the sunny days after fall rainstorms. Fall often lasts late into October, and residents take advantage of every last day of sun and warmth.

--Winter--

Occasional fall sprinkles switch to ubiquitous winter drizzle sometime around Halloween. Shorter days bring darkness as the winter solstice approaches. The Gorge Inversion - also known as “The Thing that lives in the Gorge” or “The Nothing” - keeps the sky gray much of the winter, even when sunshine warms Portland. The “Thing” is enough to drive a sunshine and warm-weather activity lover crazy. Locals know an important sanity-preserving secret: if it’s low clouds, no precipitation, and east winds in the Gorge, it’s sunny on the ski slopes! 

Fortunately, given the inversion’s gloom in the central Gorge, there’s plenty to do outside in the cold, dark months. Four ski areas operate on the slopes of Mt. Hood. Most locals have a pass at Mt. Hood Meadows, where powder piles up all winter. “Winter’s the best,” exclaims 2nd Wind Sports employee and ski racer Claire Snelling. “In the summer everyone goes solo, pursuing fun. Winter’s about community in the Gorge. When you go to Meadows, you always have someone to ride with, not to mention hang out with afterwards for pizza.” During a good season, it snows and snows and snows; Mt. Hood’s proximity to the Pacific Ocean ensures almost every season is a heavy snowfall season. The mountain receives an average of 450 inches a year with foot-deep powder days common. It’s not just adults on the slopes; Hood River Valley High School boasts a talented ski team that’s won the district championships the last four years running. 

Winter fun isn’t limited to the mountains; water sports die-hards keep going all winter long. Just a few windsurfers take on winter’s 40-60 knot frigid east winds, but most pack away the gear for the season. “A big wind storm is like a good powder dump to me, and the really big wind days often happen when it’s cold out,” says Lyle’s Laura Green, one of a half-dozen or so who windsurf year-round. “Plus, looking at the snow on the banks and doing something so intense is a very alive feeling!”  Kayakers, less sensitive to cold air than wind-chilled windsurfers, patiently await winter’s rains. Brightly colored boats atop cars are a common sight through winter. Rising rain-fed rivers draw cheers from cold-hardy whitewater boaters addicted to adrenaline-pumping high river flows of the cold months. 

Even die-hard mountain bikers don’t mind winter’s chill. 60-something local Ben Dale keeps pedaling through the cold season. “I like it when it’s cool. 40 degrees is the perfect temperature for a ride,” he says. “People say it’s muddy in the winter, but usually the ground is frozen or snow-covered, not muddy. I find it challenging riding in the winter.” With Syncline and the Deschutes River trail in decent riding condition for much of the wet season, many bikers keep their legs in summer riding form right through the cold, dark months. 

--Spring--

That’s not to say it isn’t a relief to the bikers and boaters, windsurfers and kiters, and even skiers and snowboarders, when spring’s lengthening days bring warmth and occasional sunshine, along with the return of the west winds. Powder season’s end saddens skiers and snowboarders, who still hit the slopes for spring conditions, but boaters and windsurfers cheer the melt off. High water levels stoke whitewater rafters and kayakers, as well as operators of many local rafting companies. The Columbia benefits from the snowmelt as well. Higher river flows combine with spring’s 40-knot days to form huge swells – eight to ten feet on good days – that are exploited by windsurfers and kiters. 

It’s a little-known secret (at least to visitors) that spring, not summer, is often the best season for recreation in the Gorge. Everyone can find perfect conditions for their sport of choice in the early days of spring! Windsurfers and kiters take on the biggest westerlies of the year, hikers enjoy the wildflowers along Syncline and Catherine Creek, mountain bikers relish the warm weather and the opening of trails for the season, and road bikers take on steep, curvy roads finally dry and clear of winter gravel. Skiers and snowboarders aim for the “daily double,” a session on the mountain in the morning and a few hours on the river later. The daily double sounds hardcore, but the Gorge’s holy grail is the “triple play.” Ski in the morning, windsurf in the middle of the day, mountain bike in the evening. There really aren’t many places in the world you can pull that off!

Despite this, summer remains the busiest recreation tourism season in the Gorge, but visitors are quickly learning that there’s more to do here than just play in the summer sun. With almost every activity accessible and enjoyable year round, it’s not surprising that the permanent recreation population grows every year. Each year sees more people taking their favorite sport out of its favored season: more windsurfers and kiters brave powerful winter easterlies, more skiers ski into spring, more mountain bikers brave the rain and cold, and more extreme kayakers take on cold season floodwaters. The Gorge truly is a four-season recreational paradise! 

---I wrote this before I received your email about motorsports. Include it after the spring section and before the conclusion if you like---

With all these human-powered sports to choose from, it doesn't seem like people would have the time or energy for more activties. However, in the last few years, motorsports have skyrocketed in popularity in the Gorge. Vast trail networks provide endless miles of riding to dirt bikers year-round, and snowmobilers who come out in the winter. Street bikers spend summer taking advantage of the same curvy, empty roads that draw road bikers to the Gorge. For the most part, the motor- and human-powered communities exist peacefully together, with a lot of crossover: motoheads ride bicycles and bicyclists ride dirt bikes and street bikes. 

